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"i\o

there is a small lake whose waters are black and
cold from immeasurable depth. Around the shores of the lake
there is a wood full of stunted, gnarled, and twisted trees, and beneath
them, around and over their roots, a snarl of twisted underbrush~ No
wind ever penetrates the trees to ripple the black cold water. No birds
ever sing there.
On the lake there is only one house, which is now almost hidden
by the vines and weeds crawling back over it. A few years ago it was
lived in by a family called Whyte and their colored servant, Bessie, and
Mose, her little boy. There was a clearing around the house then. The
forest was kept back.
The house' had been built a half century' previously out of the
same trees that had been cut down t9 make a clearing ~or it. The design of the house was one that would delight a child; it was large and
rambling and full of rooms and half-rooms that a child could pretend
were secret. But a child, nearly any child, would have been frightened
'by this house because the wood from the trees was black and formed
weird misshapen beams that could be clutching hands or hideous faces
in the half-dusk that was always iq. the house.
It was kept in a livable state of repair until a few years ago when
the event occurred which gave the Whytes an excuse to abandon it forever and to let the weeds and vines and trees crawl tangled over it.
Although it was never admitted b.y the Whytes, this abandonment was
a tremendous relief; none of them had enjoyed, in fact they detested,
the inevitable month they had to spend there each year and spent the
time huddled around a fireplace where they could at -least. feel' some
warmth. But they came back each year because it was a family habit
established by~.Mr. Whyte's fa~her, who had bl\ilt the place. Besides,
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having such "a place to go away to in the hot'sum:mer months was considered a privilege that it would be undutiful to neglect. The Whyte family had lived the calm, respectable life that you
or I or anyone in their position might have lived. There was nothing
outstanding about them that ~ould justify what they went through
that summer not long,ago.
'
. Enoch Whyte, the father, looked like and was'a highly respected ..
member of his community. He owned a business which he. had inherited from his father, and was on the board of directors of the local
bank. His solid, inscrutable face made one wonder whether he was
a master of hiding his personality, his character~ or whether he simply
had none. His wife was a rather noisy woman who spent her life confusedly backing up from uncontrolled, impetuous plunges into strange
territory; from sheer enthusiasm she sometimes carried others along,
but not often.. She belonged to die Presbyterian Church and to the
Daughters of the American Revolution. They had only one .child,
Enoch Whyte, Junior, whom tliey c~.lled Ennie for short. He had unfOJtunately inherited the least handsome physical characteristics of his
6t}1er; his chin sloped in and, even though he was in his middle twenti,Js, there was a-little bulge ,of tat on his neck that looked like an innocent parody of his chin. His eyes were small and shrewd, and while
he lacked -the solid appearance of his father he· nevertheless gave the
impression of being no one's fool~ of being a young man bound to succeed. He f~iled to completely- satisfy his par~nts only be<:ause he had
not sufficient interest in women to take a wife.
Theirs was a well-settled life. Occasionally they might have been
'$'rlPset or even enraged by certain trends of the. nation or the vagaries
of a political group or some such thing that did not really ~pproa,ch
their pers6nallives. So it was with considerable. shock-that Be~ie and
her little boy entered their lives.
" Bessie, of course, was their setvant. She had been sent up from an
agency in the city and arrived at the camp shortly after they did. She
. was the first colQred servant they had ever had; the others had been
Irish or Slavic women who turned surly and unmanageable after a few
days in such a lonesome, inaccessible place. But fat, black, jolly Bessie,
who seemed not only contented but actually cheerful, made them at
first bury their antipathy to living in the same house with some one- not
of their own race.
Both Bessie and Mose managed, with what might have bee_n an
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~tinctive efficiency" .to assume an inconspicuousness that to lheir employers seemed strange in the midst of such remoteness, where human
contact had a way of becoming as essential as air. Mose had been seen
. once and only briefly when he first arrived; they had been impressed by
the odd disSimilarity of the boy and his mother; he was small for his
nine or ten years and looked even more dwarfed by her bulk. He was
considerably lighter in color and his body was frail and his face delicately chiseled. His large brown eyes, as they glanced at them for one
brief moment, seemed so old, so penetrating that they unconsciously
averted their curious gaze and felt an inexplicable twinge of embarrassment. After that one encounter he had wholly disappeared from
them for nearly a week.
The Whytes were irritated by the isolation of Mose and Bessi6.
Mrs. Whyte, bored and eager for talk, had tried on numerous occasions
to start a friendly chat with Bessie, but could never quite succeed.
There was a rigid restraint i~ the large colored woman that would not
permit her to trespass outside of her limited servant class. She was jolly
and cheerful as long as.she was approached by nothing mut her duties
as a cook and housekeeper; but as soon as there was a deviation from
that she would reply in polite cautious monosyllables that drove Mrs.
Whyte, more than once, silently furious out of the kitchen, enraged at
being snubbed by her cook. "Who does she think she is?" she rhetorically asked her husband as she tried t~ explain it to him. "After all, I'm
doing her a favor by even trying to be a little friendly."
But a few days later her opinion had changed. She came out of
the kitchen one afternoon with ~ worried, puzzled expression on her
'face. "There's something there I don't like," she told her husband
and son; c~cI can't quite put my finger on it yet, but-"
"Why: what did she say?" asked Mr. Whyte.
"It isn't what she said, it's the way she said it; she seems so evasive,
like when I asked her about the child she said suddenly, out of a clear
sky, that she smelled something burning ~n the oven and that was that.
I couldn't get her back to it without appearing curious. Now something could have been burning, but if she was just trying to evade my
question, well, she just doesn't know who she's up against."
Mr. Whyte, as a matter of principle, remained aloof from her
frequent forays, but this time he had a feeling that, as she said, thet:~
was something to the situation. However, he merely grunted something'to the effect that she shouldn't have allowed such people in the
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house in the first place. She repli~d with heated indignation, "Why, 1
shouldD.'t have, allowed-" Whereupon a trivial domestic scene followed which has no relation to this story.
It was their son who first spoke to the boy. He was standing on
the porch very early one morning when the ground was sparkling with
the dew and the last grey of night. He had passed the night wrestling
with the insomnia that always attacked him when he was at the lake.'
His relief at seeing daylight agaiil put him in a particularly. jocular
mood. He saw th~ boy walking through the grey dawn down the littleused path to the lake with a fis~ing pole over his shoulder and ask~d
him, in an accent he had used in a minstrel show he had been in at
college, "Where you-all goin'-fishin'?" The boy. turned and studied
him with his deep penetrating eyes before he answered.
"Yes, I'm going fishing." His gra~ity, the seriousness of his voice,
-and, above all, the strange arres~ing power of his eyes sobered Ennie
from the lightheaded drunkenness of his sleepless night.
"Ah-maybe we can have some nice fresh fish for breakfast then,"
he carried on in embarrassment.
"Oh, I don't catch fish like that, not to k~ll and eat them. I just
tie some food on the end of the line' to attract ,them to the surface, and
then I talk to·' them. I tell them all about the Bible and what Jesus
said."
The young man stared at the small colored figure in amazement,
then without a word turned on his heel and walked into the chilly
house.
He didn't say anything about this to his parents until after breakfast, when he wordlessly beckoned them into a remote part of the
house. As he expected, his story moved them -considerably. His mother
started to say something, then looked to het husband,her mouth speechlessly half open. Mr. Whyte merely muttered grimly, "We'll have to
have a talk about that boy." He strode into the kitchen and confronted
Bessie, busy_ over the breakfast dishes.
"Bessie," he command~d as she grinned cheerfully at him, "as
soon as your boy' comes back you're to send him to me." The grin fell
from her face.
"He generally don't come back till real late, suh."
"He doesn't? Well, th~n, I'll see him immediately after he g~ts
back."
.
"Yassuh," she answered barely above a whisper; then half-doubtful,
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half as if knowing the answer to a question she was afraid to ask, "What
-what you want to see him for?" He didn't answer, but reading somet!ling in his eye:s she pleaded with no hope, as if it were an old story
that invariably had the same ending against her. "-Please don't torment
him, mister, maybe he don't know what he's doi~g. Maybe he can't
help it. Maybe it's just something. we don't understand. But he ain't
never done no one no harm, I swear he ain't."
Mr. Whyte watched her growing anguish and gathered from it a
confirmation, of what he ,didn't immediately know. He realized that
this wasn't the first time that this had happened to her, that she had
been questioned by her employer about her son. And seeing her tum
to the pleading defensive gave him a feeling of justification and pure
cold righteousness.
"Never you mind about that, just do as I say."
"Yassuh,"
she asserted submissively, knowing' that anything
she
.
.
said would only make worse the terrible expression on his. face.
Little Mose came back that night as she was serving the evening
meal. He came into the kitchen noiselessly and looked at his mo~er
for a moment with his deep black eyes. "Do they want to talk to me
already?" he asked her.
"Yes, Little Mose, they do," she answered, turning her head away.
"I'll go to them now, then," he said and started for the closed door
of the dining room.
"No, wait a bit," she protested quickly and, as he turned questioningly, added lamely, "heFe-eat something first. I bet you ain't eaten all
day, boy." He hesitated a second, then sat down at the table.
She placed a plate of food in front of him and while he ate she
. brushed his hair nervously with her hand.
"Mose-"
"Yes, Mother?"
"You reckon you know" what they going to ask you?"
"I know what they are going to ask me."
Bessie sighed deeply, gave a final pat to his black hair, and went to
the stove. With her back to him she asked, "You don't think you could
make it different this time, do you, Mose? I mean not tell them so many
things."
uI'll try not to, but I just can't lie to them or anyone, and most of
the time I can't keep from telling what's inside me, you know I can't."
He got up and put his arm around her. In spite of the fact that his head
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barely reached tp her elbow and. his arm could stretch only from one hip
to the other, he had the appearance of a grown man comforting a child.
"You don't have enough faith in the good Lord, Mother," he smiled
kindly up at her.
.
"Oh, I know I don't, child. It's just that I get so scared for you
sometimes." She shook her head and gave him a gentle shove. "Now
get on in there and take care how you talk."
As he$entered the dining room, Mr. whyte beamed on him, "Well,
well, so this is· the little boy who talks with the fish."
Mose stopped just outside of the perimeter of light from the kerosene lamp, nearly camouflaging his small dark body except for hi"s eyes
which caught the soft yellow and held it. He glanced reproachfully at
Ennie, then turned hi~ luminous eyes directly into Mr. Whyte's and replied, "Yes, sir, I guess I do." He hesitated a moment, struggling to
restrain himself. "And sometimes I talk with the birgs and the grasshoppers and even the worms that crawl in the earth. I guess I'd talk
with anything who'd listen to me."
"And what is it you say to all these birds and worms and things?"
~
asked Mr. Whyte.
"I tell them what the Bible s'!-ys-"
- "And what, precisely, is that?" rapped out Mr. Whyte.
The fire in the lamp suddenly died down for a moment, and the
three people watching him saw his body completely disappear except for
his eyes which still smoldered from the tiny light left in the sputtering
lamp. "I tell them," he said from the darkness, "I tell them that they
shouldn't prey on oile another because they are all brothers and sisters.
and that God is their father in wJ10se eyes they are all equal."
The lamp caught on again, as suddenly as it went out, bringing his
body back with it. They unconsci<.>usly sighed a breath of relief.
"Where did you.pick that stuff up, boy?"
"I don~t know; it just comes to me. It seems I hear a voice telling
me everything that Jesus said and what he'd like me to teach and what
God thinks best for his children. All I know is that I keep hearing it
and then I just have to tell all about the wonder of it or I'll get so full
I'll burst wide open."
They dismissed him a few moments later, but not before Mr.
Whyte had warned him that he might have to answer some more questions. After he had left the foom, Mrs. Whyte ~ooked incredulously at
her husband. "Did you notice that-his eyes shining like that?·' He
•
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hardly looked human, more like a wild animal when you shine a light
on it in the dark!" She shuddered and pulled her coat tighter around
her shoulders.
Mr. Whyte squirmed uneasily in his chair. "I think," he said cau-tiously, tentatively, "I think that there is something in this. I think that
.we ought to bide our time a little and find out more about it."
Ennie agreed enthusiastically. "I was hoping you'd see it that
way." He leaned forward in his chair and explained, "The kid must
have been indoctrinated with those ideas; now if we can find out where
and how-"
"Now that's not exactly what I had in mind," said his father
dubiously.
"'Well, I neverl" exclaimed Mrs. Whyte, having recollected herself.
"First of all'my cook highhats me and now her child thinks he's a personal friend of Christ. I've never heard of anything like it."
The Whytes were-greatly shocked and moved by this episode. It
was perhaps the first time in their lives that they had ever come across
anything of which they knew no precedent. They could hardly be
blamed when, alone in that dark weird house with a colored boy who
for Christ, they momentarily lost their direction. T~ey
claimed to speak
,
were stunned, but they realized that they had to discover for themselves
what this strange human being was.
And so, for the next few days they bided their time, feeling their
ground. Although they were careful to maintain an air of calmness, as
if nothing at all odd had occurred, they pondered over :and studied their
situation every moment of the ,day.
Slowly they gathered their evidence. Mrs. Whyte learned, after
many persistent attempts, about the boy's father. Bessie,' she informed
her husband and her son, didn't even kn~w his name. "She said that
she was working for some writers or something once and one of their
.'guests-I gathered he was white-;-had done it, and by the time she knew
that she was pregnant she had left them. All she knew about him was
what she had heard the people she was working for say. When I asked
her what he did for a living she said she thought he was a genius. 'A
genius?' I asked her, and she answered, 'Yes, Ma'am, that's what every- .
one called him when they talked about him so I guess that's what he
was.' Can you imagine anything funnier? A geniusl" She snorted
contemptuously.
She had a later conversation with Mose which, however, she did not
\
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repeat. One morning, tired and raw-nerv~d from a sleepless night, she
came into the living mom and found him there intently studying a pot
of geraniums that looked like hot coals in the-gloom of the room. She
walked swiftly to him and, as he looked up rapturously from the flowers,
asked through clenched teeth, "What business have you got in here,
young man?"
"I was looking at the strange ways in which God manifests his goodness and beauty in even a lowly thing like a pot of flowers," he replied
serenely, in no way abashed by the fact that she had found him in a part
of the house that he should have known was forbidden him.
"It 'seems to me that God should manifest something else on another lowly creature whois altogether too impudent."
. He stared deep into her angry eyes for a moment, then answered
with a gentle, pitying smile, "Jesus has said, 'Let him who is without sin
cast the first stone.""
She stared hard at him, her eyes slowly opening wider and wider.
"What do you mean by that?"
"I know many things that are hidden fr~m other people. I know
things that will happen and Ptings .that happened before I was even
born."
Mrs. Whyte blushed and turned white in the space of a few seconds.
"Get out of this room. GetoutI" she whispered hoarsely, pointing a
trembling finger at the door.
_
Mose smiled sadly at her. "You should put your faith in the good
Lord," he told her and walked out.of the room as she had commanded.
Mrs. Whyte watched him leave, then paced nervously back and
forth. "Impossible," she told herself. "Impossible I Impossible I There's
no way he could l:mow about that. I'm just imagining thin~s . . . tired,
nervous. Impossible."
Although she never told ber husband and son about that scene, she
often wondered if they too knew things they hadn't told.
.
And Ennie, who had been .concentrating on Mose, added more
information. Every day he had been trying to follow the boy when, in
the very early morning, he walked across the clearing around the house
and disappeared into the woods. He seemed to have an uncanny
instinct for picking out the hidden animal trails that were the only ways
of getting through the wild snarly trees and undergrowth; he went directly into them without any a'pparent searching. Ennie, carefully
watching from a window in the house, wo~ld follow a few minutes later
.:t
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and could pace up and down the very spot he had entered without seeing
a thing but impenetrable underbrush.
One morning after this had been going on for about a· week, _Mose
went up the long trail that led to the town miles away. He cut off, just
before he reached the dirt road, into the woods, where at that place it
was relatively clear. He walked slqwly'along, mechanically stooping for'
low branches, his head bowed down, as if he were in a sort of ttance.
When he reached a large clearing he suddenly stopped, and Ennie, peering around a large tree he had quickly hidden behind, saw him look up
at the sky and around at the trees.. He went to one and ran his white
palm caressingly. over the bark. Then he fell to his knees, hands clasped
in front of him, and wept with a strange smile on his face. UHe stayed
like that for ten or fifteen minutes," Ennie told diem, "and then got up
and walked directly to the tree I was hiding behind and told me that it
. was the most wonderful thing in the world the way the Lord was around
us, that He was in every living creature, and that even if you wanted to
you couldn't get away from Him."
Mrs. Whyte, after two or tht:ee attempts, leaned forward in her
chair, her fingers twisting nervously in her lap. Carefully choosing her
words, she asked, "Are you positive that he didn't see or hear you following him' or hiding behind the tree?" Ennie nodded. "Did you ask him
anything about it, like how he knew you were there?"
"Oh, yes, I was going tO,mention that. I couldn't see how he knew
that I was behind that tree. There's a possibility that he might have
known .that I was {ollowing him, but-I asked hi~ about it, of course,
and he just looked surprised and claimed that he just knew it, that he
seemed to know every time something evil was going on around him. I
tried to laugh that off, not wanting to go into that with him then and
there, just joking, naturally, and asked him if he thought that I was evil.
But he took it seriously and said that I was but not as evil as you two."
They both inhaled deeply, and Mrs. Whyte turned pale and muttered under her breath, "Impossiblel"
"Damned fresh little nigger:" snarled Mr. Whyte, "struttin'g
around and talking about us and God as if he were white. There ought
to be some way 9f making him stop that."
.
"That's just the way I {elt," Ennie agreed, "and I told him, too,
'Fine way for a servant's kid to talk,' I told him. Then he said that we
were all servants in the eyes of the Lord."
"That Lord of hisl"
I
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They learned many other things about Mose; they had no difficulty
collecting evidence, and for each new bit they had formed the habit of
gathering in one of the dark, cold rooms farthest from the ears of Bessie.
There, sitting close together in the gloom, they would examine and
analyze every new detail and make it fit into the others. The picture
·they saw gradually forming at -first. frightened them, but as it became
clear~r they lost their fear to an· ecstatic happiness. They ceased thinking of Mose as a little boy, or scarcely even as a human being, but as a
creature danger-ous to society, a vile being that should be caged.
Their individual reactions varied, of course. Mrs. Whyte stressed
the shameful immorality of an illegitimate child and made many hazy
insinuations that she could not be persuaded to explain, but nevertheless gave them die impression that she knew a great deal more than she
could tell them. Mr. Whyte was particularly irritated by his ideas, and
Ennie by what he regarded as his religious affrqntery. Yet, besides all
this, there was an undefined, unspoken, fiery hatred of the boy.. Mrs.
Whyte had spent many a tormented night wondering how much he
really knew about a certain event and what he would do about it. Mr.
Whyte and Ennie would rage white when they reviewed the ideas the
boy expressed in his soft, mellifluous voice. "Foul, criminal ideas and
pernicious theories---he .should be executed for spreading them, for even
thinking them!" had shouted Mr. Whyte.
Yet they no longer paid any apparent .attention to Mose. To all
appearances he had ceased to exist for them. They ignored him coldly
whenever they passed him and ~ntirely gave up confronting him with
the details of his behavior~.as they discovered them. But there were not
many moments of the day or night that their vigilance slackened. They
forgot the utter boredom that plagued their vacations.' They were filled
with an exhilarating zest for life that they had never known before; they
looked younger, stronger, healthier. Mr: and Mrs. Whyte retired to
'tl}eir room earlier in the evenings leaving Ennie, tolerantly amused,
alone with nothing to do but sit on the porch or wander alone through
the woods. He found a new, ~hildishly thrilling delight in pretending
that he was a strat,.ger, perhaps a burglar or a spy, and would slink noiselessly around the house in a narrowing circle, and peek in the dark
windows. aIn the half light of the dark woods he sometimes thought he
saw Mose leaving the house or coming back OJ' merely standing motionless for hours looking like a light post or part of a birch tree.
They all knew that something had to be done. Mrs. Whyte had
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said, "That boy should not be allowed to run around loose." It would
be a crime against society for us to allow it. Think of the irreparable
damage he'd do if he were allowed to associate with other children."
"You can bet your last dollar he will~" warned her husband; "he's
more than old enough to gd to schdbl now, and there's not a school
official-in the country with the courage to forbid it on the merits of the
case. He'll contaminate every young mind he comes in contact with
unless-"
Unlessl they tho~ght, staring at each other with cold narrowing
eyes. "Do we dare? Do we dare?"
For a few days they let the idea germinate. They reminded/themselves, they reminded each other' how ineffably necessary it was. They
reviewed the evidence; a monster disguised as a child, a wretchedly
inhuman inferior. A black, insane bastard immune! from the law
spreading degenerate, dangerous ideas. They were forced to make the
only possible decision. And they laid their plans.
*
The first
thing was to get Bessie out of the way for a while by sending ber to the city on a trifling errand. Late that night when all was
quiet they crept softly to the room where little Mose and his mother
slept. They paused momentarily to find him all dressed and sitting on
the edge of the bed as if he had been waiting for tHem. In an instant
they had him bound and gagged and carried him swiftly, unstruggling,
down to the lake to a tall tree standing proudly alone near the black
cold water.
There, as the rope was being adjusted over the lowest limb by the
father and son, Mrs. Whyte behind their backs feverishly ripped the
clothes fro~ his body, gnashed her teeth and dug her manicured nails
deep into his flesh. "00000, you bastard, you meddling, spying bastard,
you heathen bastard," she growled.
Mr. Whyte and Ennie gave a testing tug on the rope, turned and
ripPed the gag from the boy's mouth. With shining eyes they noted
the boy's face contort with fear and pain. Impelled by a terrible curiosity, Mr. Whyte secretly twisted 'his a}'m. behind his back and felt him
fall limp in a faint. They looked, disappointed, at each other; then
Ennie straddled him, bent over, and to bring him back to consciousness
waved his arm back and forth in hard, fierce strokes that caught the
.right cheek with his palm and his left cheek with the knuckle,S. When
his eyes fluttered open they quickly pushed the noose around his neck
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and pulled hard on the other e.nd while he screamed, "My God, my God,
why-" and strangled.
.
They placed a heavy stone on his stomach and lashed him around
it, tying his wrists around the back of his legs and fastening the ends
around his neck. Then altogether they laid hands on the odd-shaped
bundle. and threw it clum~ily into the lake. They saw the water open
and close in an instant; the ripples spread. out and died quickly, heavily,
and they return~d to the house lik~ happy, giggling children just sprung
from school.
They all slept late' the next day until Bessie returned" having
walked from the station, and burst into the bedroom of Mr. and Mrs.
Whyte. "Little Mose is gf?ne.," she cried; "Little Mose is gonel Where'd
he go? What did you do with him?" Mrs. Whyte turned sleepily
from the shoulder of her husband.
"He l~ft last night," she explained, "shortly after you left, looking
for you. We tried to stop him but there was simply nothing we could
do about it. You poor dear, we know how worried you must be. Don't
we, darling?" she-purred, rolling back to her husband. "Leave us alone,
now, Bessie, Mr. ~yte and I want to be alone. We'll help you out all
we can later. And don't everr come in again before you knock."
..
Half-guessiqg the truth, defeated by a life of ~ubmission too late tb
change, Bessie wearily left, closing the door gently behind her.
They never saw her again.. She disappeared behind the shut .door.
She didn't even take any of her clothes with her. The thought of what
she might do, the scandal she might cause sobered tlrem up. In the light
of day the enormity of the deed struck them with a new force, and their
first reaction was to leav~ that detested place immediately and never,
never return.
The weeds and vines are reclaiming the house. But it will take a
long time to destroy. It is a strong house, built to last forever.
L
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